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Debussy's admiration for Weber to the prelude, revealing a rich composite that reframes Romantic tradition in Debussy's characteristic idiom.
The title "Les fées sont d'exquises danseuses," set in quotation marks by Debussy himself, indicates the immediate inspiration for the piece. The line "the fairies are exquisite dancers" originates from J.M. Barrie's Peter Pan in Kensington Garden, a Christmas present given to Debussy's daughter, Claude-Emma, by Debussy's friend Robert Godet. 2 The words also appear as the caption to an illustration by English artist Arthur Rackham in Barrie's novel (ex. 1).
3 Debussy and his daughter greatly admired Rackham's captivating illustrations: Debussy owned a copy of William Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream with illustrations by Rackham. 4 Further, Claude-Emma was familiar enough with the illustrator and the stories he brought to life to refer to him affectionately as "that old Rackham." 5 Rackham's illustration depicts an insect-size fairy on a thread of a spider's web, dancing to music played by a grasshopper clarinetist and a spider bassist. Debussy, ever charmed by Rackham's work and his daughter's fancies, composed this three-minute prelude to vividly capture this microscopic world in music. "Les fées" evokes fairies from its very first gesture: a pianissimo flurry of quintuplets in the upper-middle register of the keyboard (ex. 2). Fleet trills follow and flit from low to high; quick ascending scales interject before the initial texture reemerges. These fluttering figurations (which also reappear near the end of the piece) easily inspire images of exquisite fairy dancing. This is no coincidence-this opening employs several traits of what has been identified as Romantic fairy style. Musicologist Janice Dickensheets describes characteristics of fairy style in her comprehensive study of nineteenth-century musical topics: 4 The orchestration will almost always feature a high, shimmering instrumentation that includes violins, flutes, piccolos, or the celeste. Glittering parallel thirds are common, and many melodic patterns include stepwise movement or small leaps. Melodic figuration rarely encompasses a range of more than a fifth, and sequences occur frequently. Fleet, running eighth or sixteenth notes are most common.
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Example 2: Claude Debussy, "Les fées sont d'exquises danseuses," mm. 1-4. This insect-based fairy sound, inaugurated in the music of Mendelssohn, was the primary influence on nineteenth-century composers' evocations of the fantastic. Brittan maintains that these effects inspired in music a "strand of nineteenth-century fairy language pioneered by Mendelssohn," 22 including works by Berlioz, Liszt, Grieg, and Tchaikovsky. Due to the popularity of these compositions, their characteristic sound entered the musical lexicon as "fairy music," their influence extending even to Debussy. Being undoubtedly familiar with this nineteenth-century tradition, Debussy employed aural effects similar to Mendelssohn's in order to capture the microscopic world of the fairy, insect, and arachnid of Rackham's illustration-an application that is especially appropriate here, considering the fairy sound had its roots in the natural sounds of insects.
Musical features related to the Overture to A Midsummer Night's Dream appear from the opening bar, reconceived from Mendelssohn's early Romantic style to suit Debussy's twentieth-century idiom. Where Mendelssohn had sixteenth notes, Debussy writes thirty-second-note quintuplets (mm. 1-4), creating a complex blur in which individual notes are lost to the larger gesture. While Mendelssohn's passagework was basically diatonic with frequent chromatic inflections, Debussy operates outside of tonal function. The quintuplet pattern is divided between the 21. Brittan, "On Microscopic Hearing," 543, 542. 22. Ibid., 594.
hands: the left hand on the white keys, the right hand on the black keys. The quintuplet groups are shifted up and down a pentatonic scale, in keeping with fairy music's proclivity for scalar motion, as identified by Dickensheets. 23 In these opening flourishes, Debussy portrays the fairies from a distance; the whizzing of their microscopic wings is too fast and miniature for the listener to distinguish specific motions. As Brittan notes, to humans the sounds of fairies and insects "appears merely as confused babbling."
24 Likewise, the rapid thirty-second note quintuplet figurations present the listener with too many notes to individually discern.
By measure 6, Debussy brings some order to the frenzied fairies, dividing the texture into three layers: the lefthand melody, the thirty-second note trill, and the pulsing inner voice, marked staccato, between them (ex. 4). Mendelssohn uses a similar texture in measure 8 of the Overture; the second violins play staccato repeated notes underneath the moving line of the first violins (ex. 3). Mendelssohn divides the first violins and moves them in thirds, whereas Debussy, unbound by traditional counterpoint rules, planes the two right-hand voices in parallel fifths (mm. 11-12).
23. Dickensheets, "Topical Vocabulary, " 122. 24. Brittan, "On Microscopic Hearing, " 572. Example 4: Claude Debussy, "Les fées sont d'exquises danseuses," mm. 6-12.
Another connection to the fairy music tradition comes in the form of what Brittan identifies as the "pianissimo ascent," a delicate upward run which often concludes a piece in this style. 25 Brittan cites the final lines of the scherzo from Mendelssohn's Octet (ex. 5), Berlioz's "Scherzo: Le Reine Mab" from Roméo et Juliette op. 17 (1839), and Liszt's concert etude "Gnomenreigen" (1862-63) as examples of this feature.
26 Debussy adapts this concept, using it multiple times throughout the prelude. It first appears in measures 5-6: an open fifth, the upper note decorated with a trill, is shifted three octaves up the keyboard (ex. 6). This gesture is repeated in measures 17, 19, 105, and 107. Debussy modifies this 25. Brittan, "On Microscopic Hearing, " 579. 26. Ibid. motive in measure 88, pairing the trill with a cluster chord and marking each iteration sforzando. At the conclusion of the piece, where a pianissimo ascent is usually found, Debussy prepares it on a larger scale, transposing the figurations of measures 108-112 one octave higher in measures 113-116. He then interrupts the ascent with the abrupt entrance of a high-register single-line melody (mm. 117-120). Debussy returns to the fluttering figure briefly in measure 121, cutting it short after two iterations with a broken octave from D-flat-5 to D-flat-6 (ex. 7), the highest pitch reached in the piece, before returning to the middle of the keyboard for the final three notes. In this manner, Debussy exploits the effects pioneered by Mendelssohn, capturing his fairy sound, but redesigns these effects using his unique musical vocabulary and compositional style. In addition to the general impact of Mendelssohn's fairy style on the musical effects Debussy employs, the influence of Carl Maria von Weber is shown through a direct reference. The final three notes of the piece, a pianissimo 1 -2 -3 (ex. 8), quote the opening horn call of the overture to Weber's Oberon (1826, ex. 9). 27 Oberon is most recognized as the Fairy King of Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream. Weber's opera is based on Christoph Martin Wieland's epic poem "Oberon" rather than Shakespeare's play, but Wieland himself drew in part from Shakespeare in the creation of his poem, and consequently the character of Oberon remains consistent. 28 Debussy's admiration of Weber is difficult to overstate. Debussy's friend Robert Godet (the same friend who gave Peter Pan to Claude-Emma) recalls an extended effusion of Weber's excellence from Debussy late one evening after a dress rehearsal of Pelléas et Mélisande. Godet quotes Debussy as he discusses Oberon's horn and its portrayal by Weber, saying he was "fascinated at all times by its melancholy call" and that "it revived in [him] the emotion of that magic world with which Weber was pleased to enrich our art." 29 Debussy also praises Weber's mastery of creating musical characters:
He turns his landscapes into living beings, one might even say individualized in their characters, and if he transforms his characters, even those that are supernatural, into elementary types of innocence and malice akin to the tree and the flower, it is the genius of him, in spite of himself, that transfigures them until they are knit one within the other. Weber's influence on Debussy's composition likely extends beyond the quotation of the horn call from Oberon. As musicologist Robert Orledge notes, "True admiration from Debussy always took the form of descriptions which 30. Godet, "Weber and Debussy, " 224. could equally well apply to his own music." 31 33 as others twirl around them in the trills (ex. 11). Like Weber, Debussy creates a kaleidoscope of characters that interact and contrast with one another. The first two phrases of this section exemplify these contrasts: the first is extroverted and exuberant, the second much sparser, more muted, showcasing two different dancing fairies (ex. 12). Debussy described Weber's characters as "knit one within the other," and Debussy achieves this also. The inverted arc-shaped melody of measures 58-61 and measures 67-70 reappears at the end of the piece in the extreme upper register of the keyboard (mm. 117-120). Here, Debussy juxtaposes the song of one fairy with the dizzying dance of the entire colony, tying together what is seen both with the microscope and the naked eye. In this way, Weber, Debussy's favored forerunner in the pursuit of creating a "magic world" in music, can be seen as an influence of principles, inspiring Debussy's individualization of his characters. "Les fées sont d'exquises danseuses" is a miniature masterpiece of descriptive music that has its roots in the illustrations of Arthur Rackham and the music of Mendelssohn and Weber. These strong ties to former styles suggest that Debussy, a composer credited with breaking new ground, is in many ways continuing and expanding upon Romantic tradition in his music. Debussy's genius is found in the way he combines his extensive knowledge of music and art with his compositional inventiveness and ingenuity. Such a collage of influences concentrated in one three-minute piece exhibits Debussy's great thoughtfulness about his music and invites consideration of the many other influences present in his twenty-four preludes.
